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  ONE


Mist wafted over the mountain trail, grey as the brooding heavens, shrouding the deep valleys and black-treed ridges stretching off into the horizon. Heavy clouds tumbled overhead. Beyond the foggy peaks, the sky flickered with a pinkish light, echoed by a faint and distant rumbling. 
Cool wind blew through the evergreens and Kerstin squinted against the cold spit sprinkling her eyes. Her hands bound around Sir Gilkrist’s waist, she sat behind him on his horse, rocking side to side with the animal’s sauntering gait, her brain full of the sluggish monotony of hooves thumping slow and steady on the hard dirt road. Each heavy clop was like the pounding of an executioner’s drum—a constant reminder of what awaited her at their destination.
There was a certain irony in being arrested by the man she’d recruited to assist her in her scheme. It was perhaps a greater irony still that the blackened besom broom, the source of her power which she’d crossed mountain and valley to retrieve, was now in the hands of her niece. The niece who’d pried unforgivably into her secret affairs. The niece who’d bashed her over the head with a wash basin and stolen off with said broom to keep its power for herself. The niece she’d magicked off to Castle Stel’ Calghād as punishment for her impetuous meddling, and to detain her in one place until she could arrive and seize back what was rightfully hers.
Kerstin scowled at Hinkle over Sir Gilkrist’s shoulder. Unable to ride, her niece trotted along a little way ahead, harnessed in tandem behind the princess’s hackney on Gedsha the black palfrey, a wisp of her blond hair flowing out from the side of her dark, pointed hood.  Gedsha was Kerstin’s horse. And since Hinkle had seen fit to hand the regal gown she’d mysteriously acquired in Castle Stel’ Calghād over to Princess Lemfina to make her look more like a royal member and less like she’d just crawled out of a well, she was also wearing Kerstin’s favourite pea-green dress and the warmer of her two cloaks. Beneath the fanned skirts, she could see the black withy head of her broom tucked under the saddle behind her leg, just out of reach.
It was immensely frustrating that they would not see the futility in their chosen course of action. Worst of all was the suffocating helplessness. It made her want to scream and thrash about … But the last time she had done that Sir Gilkrist had threatened to make her walk behind him. She contented herself by nuzzling her nose into his spine.
“Do you mind?” he growled.
“My nose is itchy. It’s not as if I can scratch it.”
He grumbled an oath under his breath and shook his head. He’d been rather sharp lately. He held the reins in his right hand. His left arm, broken in combat with the Prince of Stel’ Calghād, rested in a sling. Though he was doing his best to hide it, she suspected he was in great pain. She intentionally resituated her arms about him, making sure to bump his injured elbow. If it had hurt him, he made no sign of it.
Kerstin could withstand it no longer. “You know, milord, I really cannot fathom just how stupid you can be at the most critical of times.”
Hinkle sighed but did not look back. “Has it been that long already?”
Ahead of her, the princess was shaking her head. “For heaven's sake, Sir Gilkrist, will you not gag that awful woman?”
“It’s best to just ignore her. She’ll tire of it soon enough.”
Ignore her? Tire of it? “Bloody Morag! How hard is it for you idiots to see things for what they are? Anyone with half a mind would look at our situation and say we ought to be splitting up. Hinkle and myself riding off to where we’re needed most with the broom and the … Spear—while you, Sir Gilkrist escort Her Highness back home. But no, you want to drag me all the way back to Amarell to stand trial. To be executed. The one person who actually—”
“No one trusts you,” said Sir Gilkrist.
Kerstin shut her mouth, her eyes narrowing.
“Kerstin,” said the princess glancing back over her shoulder. “After your actions, what makes you think we would let you out of our sight? You would murder your niece at the first opportunity and run off to save your skin.”
Kerstin scoffed. “Save my skin? You ignorant slut. Don't you know anything? What do you think is going to happen once they put me to death? Hmm? Oh, t’will be fine for a while I'm sure—until the Grand Mage gets his way. Then where will you be?”
“Indeed,” said the princess, “but it is not as though you’re on our side. You are your own agent.”
“Of course I am,” Kerstin snapped. Nothing could be more true. No one had wanted her on their side, save to use her to their advantage. 
“With all due respect,” growled Sir Gilkrist. It sounded like he was gritting his teeth. “You may be our greatest hope to thwart the Grand Mage, But I will not allow you to go off alone with Hinkle. I would fear that you would turn on her the second the two of you were alone. Not to murder her, but to steal her soul to fuel your broomstick, and then do who knows what with the Silver Spear.”
Kerstin arched her brow as Lemfina glared back at her in disgust. “If I was going to do that, milord, I would have done it that night back at the parsonage and saved us both a trip to Stel’ Calghād.
Sir Gilkrist said nothing. She felt him shiver and caught Hinkle eyeing him with concern. 
“Are you alright, milord?” She leaned out to one side to get a look at his complexion. He was fairly pale. He looked down at her out of the corner of his eye. “I’m fine. Sit up properly.”
Frowning, Kerstin did as she was told, but as they trotted on for several paces he began to slouch in the saddle. And Sir Gilkrist did not slouch.
“Sir Gilkrist.” She gave him a shake.
“What is it?” he growled, “I said I’m fine.” 
She could hear the shakiness in his voice. He was clearly in pain and doing everything in his power to suffer in silence. “No. You are not fine. You’re being ridiculous. I could easily overpower you right now, despite being less than half your size. Knock you from your horse. Come now, this is madness. Let me go.”
“I’ll do no such thing! Now shut your mouth before I make you walk behind me!”
“Very well, milord. Have it your way. Might we stop soon though? I have to water some plants.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Sir Gilkrist did not look well at all. His eyes were sunken and weary. His skin was sickly grey and damp with sweat. He had a feverish look, and he’d begun to shiver more frequently. 
Hinkle watched him climb weakly into the saddle, steadying himself with his one good arm. Kerstin climbed up behind him, smiling sarcastically as she reached her arms around his waist. Hinkle looked up at him worriedly as she retied her aunt’s bonds. She knew he did not like attention to be drawn to his weakness. But as they trotted on, she kept glancing over at him, afraid she might see him slip from the saddle.
They had been riding for some time when ahead of her Princess Lemfina cleared her throat. “Hinkle, was your mother by any chance Sister Meredith?”
The question took her aback. She was surprised, shocked even, that the princess could make such an accurate assumption about her family, especially one which was known to only a handful of people. “She was. But … how did Your Highness know that?”
Princess Lemfina smiled over her shoulder. “I’d met her before at the abbey. She—” The princess paused, as though choosing her words carefully, and Hinkle looked back at Kerstin and saw her face was frozen. “She had confided in me.”
“I see,” said Hinkle quietly. Based on her aunt’s expression, she could only assume that whatever had been spoken between her mother and the princess regarded her Uncle Fistram. That this was a sore subject did not go unnoticed by the princess, for she left it at that and they trotted along in silence.
Dark spots pattered onto the mountain trail, slowly at first, then faster and more loudly until a great rushing sound rose from the mist around them. Cold rain flitted down through the trees, needling Hinkle’s bare face and hands. She shrugged uncomfortably, drawing the cloak tighter around her shoulders, and squinted back through the pelting drops as Kerstin swore and demanded someone help her with her hood. 
Princess Lemfina drew her beast to a halt and twisted around in the saddle, shielding her eyes, water dripping from the edge of her hand. “Perhaps we should stop! And wait it out!” 
Hinkle reached out to pull up Kerstin’s hood as they sauntered alongside them, and looked to Sir Gilkrist to see what he might say. 
He had not put up his own hood. He continued to ride in silence, soaked hair plastered to his pale face. Indeed, he did look very pale. And his teeth were chattering.
“Sir Gilkrist, Her Highness is asking if—Sir Gilkrist, are you alright?”
He made no response. Lemfina squinted back, glancing warily between her and the knight. Then to her alarm, Sir Gilkrist began to droop to one side.
“Whoah!” Kerstin braced herself, struggling to keep him propped upright. “Whoah! Stop! Now! Come on, you two! You must get him down! Sir Gilkrist! Wake up, Sir Gilkrist! You bloody idiot!”
Hinkle scrambled down from her horse, nearly tripping in the mud as she got her foot tangled in the stirrup. Sir Gilkrist’s chin was sagging to his chest. He moaned and his head rolled against his shoulder as Kerstin gave him a jerk to keep him straight. Hinkle reached up to assist but drew back as Kerstin kicked at her. “No, you little twit, cut my bonds first!”
Princess Lemfina steadied the knight’s hackney. “And give you the chance to get His Lordship’s sword and chop out our throats while we’re helping him down? Not likely.”
“No, Your Highness, what is likely as that the two of you will drop him and he and I will both break our necks!”
The princess smiled grimly. “I’m willing to take that chance. Aren’t you, Hinkle?”
She looked up at her aunt through the pouring rain. Her black-painted lips were drawn back into a scowl. Her blue eyes glowed fiercely through the black strands of wet hair sticking to her white face. Then she noticed the bronze ring on Kerstin’s finger. 
It was a crude thing with a flat, diamond-shaped head and a turquoise eye set in the centre of either an exotic S or a backwards Z. She was not sure whether Kerstin had always been wearing it or whether she’d just recently put it on, but the sight of it made her heart burn. Adorning her hand with that after the things she’d said; after the way she’d treated her. She might have pushed her off the horse if she wasn’t afraid she might kill Sir Gilkrist. 
“I am,” she said bitterly, inwardly daring her aunt to do her worst, hoping she might pick up on her silent challenge. But Kerstin seemed to remain oblivious.
“Oh you little—Fine! Hinkle if you can get his leg up over, then perhaps I can—Yes. Okay—Now I’ll just—Okay, just wait—Bloody hold him, Hinkle! Okay, now …” 
Hinkle braced herself, pushing up her hands against Sir Gilkrist’s chest as Kerstin swung her leg up over the saddle behind him. “Hold that horse steady Your Highness. Alright. On three, two—”
“Wait, what?”
“One!”
Hinkle cried out as Sir Gilkrist and Kerstin both dropped from the horse. Her heel slid in the mud and shot forward, and she landed on her back with a wet smack that knocked the wind out of her. Sir Gilkrist groaned like a sick bull as he landed on top of her, squashing her with his dead weight, forehead knocking hard into her jaw. 
She lay stunned beneath him on the watery trail, blinking against the pelting rain. “Are you … alright, milord?” He made no reply. His warm head rested limply in the crook of her neck, wet hair slicked over her chin and mouth.
Above him, Kerstin jerked and wriggled as she hastily worked her bound hands over his hips and down his legs. Lightening flashed as her aunt stood up. Thunder rumbled. She glared down at her, her blue eyes cold and cruel. Her wrists tied together, one crossed over the other, she held Sir Gilkrist’s dagger.
The princess scowled from where she held the horses by the reins. “Didn’t I say you’d only care to save your skin? I suppose you’ll demand your horse so you can ride off into the storm where we’ll never find you.” She raised her chin. “I’m afraid you’ll have to cut our throats first.”
Kerstin turned toward her slowly. “Do you think I won’t?”
Hinkle expected that she would. But to her surprise, her aunt let the dagger slip from her hands. It glimmered in the grey light and hit the wet ground with a splat. 
“Do you trust me now, Your Highness?”
Princess Lemfina put her hand on her hip, rain pattering on her hood and shoulders. “Certainly not.”
Kerstin ignored her and came around one side of Sir Gilkrist. She grunted with effort as she lifted him enough for Hinkle to crawl free. 
“Alright, let’s get him up. And mind his arm.” 
Together they turned him over on his back and drug him off the road, propping him up against a tree. He stared up at them with bleary eyes, his jaw drooping, his head rolling from side to side. Hinkle looked to Kerstin with concern as he muttered some incoherent slur.
“What’s wrong with him?” the princess called over the downpour. “Is he alright?”
Hinkle touched the back of her hand to his forehead. He was hot as a furnace. “He has a terrible fever.”
“Did you say he’s sick?”
Kerstin shook her head slowly, her face set in a hard way, blue eyes glaring coolly down at the knight from under her black hair and hood. “He’s not sick. He’s in tremendous pain from that fractured arm of his. I daresay this cold rain and the endless hours in the saddle aren’t any help.”
Hinkle turned back to the princess. “It’s his arm! He’s in too much pain!”
“Oh! What shall we do then?”
But what were they going to do? Hinkle was not used to being in charge. “I—um … Perhaps we might …” She felt her aunt watching her from the corner of her eye.
“Will he get better do you think?” asked the princess. “If we rest for a bit and put a fire on?”
“T’will be better than keeping on,” said Kerstin, “especially in this weather. But what he needs is medicine for his pain.”
Hinkle looked her aunt up and down. “Do you recall how far the nearest village is?”
Kerstin smiled wryly and held up her bound wrists. “Have you forgotten I’m your prisoner? This is your dilemma. Yours and Her Highness’s.”
Hinkle was about to snap back a reply when Princess Lemfina called out that someone was coming on the road. Sir Gilkrist hunched forward from the tree trunk. “Get the horses …”
Hinkle placed a hand on his shoulder. “Easy, milord.”
The knight shook his head. “No …” he croaked. “We mustn’t let them … find … the princess …”
“What? Why do you—Why would he say that, do you think?”
Kerstin narrowed her eyes. “Because he’s an Akossian knight in Kodzir and he was part of the Battle of Morua. That’s why. But the man needs help and now’s your chance.”
“Yes, but …”
The princess was looking uncertainly down the trail, the three horses stamping and shaking their heads. Through the dark trees and grey showers, Hinkle caught a glimpse of an approaching cart. A rickety, two-wheeled cart drawn by a pair of oxen, like the kind driven by the peasants in Sweetwater. The driver wore a straw cape and hat and carried a long switch. His head was down, and his eyes were hidden by the wide brim of his straw hat. 
It was far too late to hide, but if the princess came off the road, he might pass by without saying anything and merely nod in greeting. He might ask if they needed help, but there was no need to assume he would discover Lemfina’s true identity, or find out about the Silver Spear.
The sudden snap of twigs made her jerk her head. Kerstin was tramping off into the woods. What was she—She was headed straight for the cart. “Wait—Kerstin!”
But her aunt ignored her objections, and the whispered protests of the princess. Hinkle stared in disbelief as she stumbled out onto the road and held up her bound wrists, and cried the Koddish word for help.






  
  TWO


King Vashean exhaled very slowly, fists clenched at his sides. He stood on the long black carpet before the dias in the grand throne room of the palace of Ziraí. A servant with a cloth and bucket was on her knees nearby, scrubbing a streak of blood out of the polished marble. 
Princess Pavienkah—now Princess Regent Pavenkiah—sat on the Caragan throne, grim as death. She was still in her armour, the resplendent chain speckled with shiny dark gobs, her gauntlets smeared with red. Less than an hour before, her sister Narinkerri had occupied that seat. Understandably, Pavienka did not know who to trust. She was adopting a policy of suspicion. And as the one whose actions had brought about this whole affair, she was suspicious of him most of all. He’d been the one to tease the cobra out of his hole, and now she held him responsible for everyone it bit.
“Your Highness, I urge you to allow us to assist in your sister’s rescue—”
He was cut off by the high tenor of a Caragan lord. “Do not listen to him, Your Highness! This uprising was his doing! Had it not been for him, it would not have happened and your sister would still be safe!”
“Zen ze Grand Mage would still be in power!” growled Sir Pilvanor. “And he would be a corrupt councillor in our midst, along wit' all zose who vollowed him, Your Highness. And ze queen would still be under his invluence.”
“Yes, but King Vashean has proven himself to be acting in his own interests,” came another voice. “These machinations of—of hiring an assassin to kill his own serjeant-at-arms.” 
He winced at that. Sir Brock’s death had never been his aim. Not in the least. 
“The plotting, the conniving,” the nobleman continued, “his showing up on a whim, intruding on Her Highness’s—on Her Majesty’s private gatherings in the guise of a servant—I’d say he’s just as much of a threat as the Grand Mage ever was!”
He squeezed his fists tighter, resisting the urge to scratch at the back of his hand.
“Your Highness,” spoke up yet another lord, stepping up beside the first speaker. “While it is not certain that His Majesty is a threat, it is evident he might be. Given the confusion surrounding our current situation, and frankly, Your Highness, our vulnerability, and given that King Vashean’s hand has been the cause of much death and … violence upon the Royal Persons, it is my recommendation he be taken into custody—” He was made to shout over the gasps of protest—which came mainly from Squire Blatchford and King Vashean’s men-at-arms who began to shift in a defensive formation around him. “So that we might then—So that we might then negotiate with Akoss from a position of strength! Your Highness!”
Ezprendzo Vamir turned sharply toward the speaker, grey curls bouncing on the collar of his gold and black robes. “You must be joking. Your Highness, surely you realize it was out of concern for the Royal Persons that he did these things. He knew that no one would listen to him otherwise. I confess that I was skeptical when he first brought the matter to our attention. But to say his intentions were anything but benevolent … Why the uprising only proves his purpose and shows that he is, in fact, a true and loyal friend of Caragol.”
Pavienka sat in silence, stone-faced, her eyes hidden behind the shadows of her dishevelled hair. King Vashean took a step forward and extended his hand toward her. “What say you, Your Highness? Will you accept our help?”
Her lip twitched into a sneer and her voice echoed coldly throughout the throne room. “Why would we do that, when so far your help has brought nought but death and bloodshed, the murder of my father, the kidnapping of my sister, and the rebellion of her closest councillors? Your very presence is a plague on our kingdom.”
King Vashean lowered his hand, speaking softly. “You don’t mean what you say. I know you don’t.”
“I have seen the declaration of your intentions—and they are malicious!” She dug her fingers into the armrests of the throne, lips curling back from her white teeth. “I will do what my sister should have done the moment you arrived. I will step up to your threat. Sir Pilvanor! Arrest this enemy of Caragol at once! Him and his men!” 
He sighed. Around him, his men-at-arms were tense, ready to defend him with their lives. Squire Blatchford hunched forward in a fighting stance, hand hovering over the hilt of his sword. He placed his hand on the squire’s shoulder and shook his head. “Peace, my son. All of you, peace. We’ll go quietly.” Reluctantly the men straightened up and took their hands off their weapons, glancing uneasily at one another.
Next to him, Sir Pilvanor stood still, his mouth partially open, hesitant to obey. His one eye shifted back and forth over the polished throne room floor. 
“Sir Pilvanor!”
“Yes—Yes, Your Highness …” He turned to him, his face troubled. “I am sorry, Your Majesty.”
He smiled. “No, you must do your duty.”
The Caragan knight seized him gently by the arm, and with a whirl of his finger, a throng of green-turbaned palace guards closed in, glinting halberds pointed toward them.
King Vashean looked up to the girl on the throne. “You’re making a mistake. I pray you see it soon.”
“Enough! Take them away!”
He glanced once more at Ezprendzo as Sir Pilvanor and the palace guards began to herd them out of the throne room. The Koddish emissary smiled sadly and lowered his eyes helplessly to the floor.
“Back to His Majesty’s chambers then?” muttered Squire Blatchford as they marched through the gilt palace corridors, “or to the dungeon?”
Sir Pilvanor gave him a sharp look. “Just keep quiet.”
The clop of boots on polished marble throbbed in King Vashean’s brain. He winced at every squeak. His eyes were burning and watery, and he had a crushing headache. He’d fasted the day before in preparation for what he thought would be his demise. And when Sir Brock had given his life for him, he couldn’t bring himself to eat this morning either. Nor had he slept. But now the confrontation was over and there was nothing for him to do. Sleep weighed heavily on his brow. Pavienka might be blinded by grief, but in truth he almost looked forward to spending some time in a dark cell with nothing to do but rest and pray. And if there was a piece of bread for him there, all the better. He yawned into his fist. It would be a welcome reprieve.
They came to where the palace corridor turned off in different directions, the left-hand route being the way back to their apartment chambers overlooking the garden. Squire Blatchford sucked his teeth as Sir Pilvanor directed the guards to keep right. “Dungeon it is.”
His heart skipped a beat. The young squire was assuming that’s where they were headed, however, he was familiar enough with the Palace of Ziraí to know that this was not the way to the dungeon. He looked at the Caragan knight. His one eye was hidden behind a curtain of straight black hair. He was chewing his lip. He was nervous.
King Vashean was unable to resist a smirk. He fixed his eyes straight ahead on the back of the man-at-arms in front of him. “Sir Pilvanor, where do you think you are taking us?”
“Her Highness is … She is not zinking clearly, as one might expect. I know you are a vriend of Caragol, Your Majesty. And never more zan now. To imprison you in our time ov need, would be, as you say, a mistake. Ze horses are being made ready vor my knights and I to go in search ov ze princess—zat is, in search ov ze queen. Zere will be horses Vor you and your men as well. Ze city is blockaded, ze gates and ze port—but iv you leave Ziraí wit' us you will be able to ride back to Akoss wit'out trouble. However, iv I may say so, Your Majesty, I’d hoped—”
“My men-at-arms and I will accompany you, of course.” 
Squire Blatchford pumped his fist. “Yes!” The others exchanged confident looks and nods.
Sir Pilvanor smiled nervously. “Very good, Your Majesty.” He glanced over his shoulder. “We’ll ride virst to ze Tower ov Nasár and see iv ze Grand Mage is zere.”
King Vashean took a deep breath as they marched down toward the stables. It seemed there’d be no respite after all.






  
  THREE


Sir Gilkrist squinted up at the dim rafters. Shadows twitched and shivered above in the light of a candle next to him on the bedside table. Rain still pattered away outside. It was the same day then, possibly. He couldn’t be sure. What he did know was he was in an upstairs room in—he had no idea where … 
“About time you regained your senses.” 
Kerstin was sitting at the open window with her elbows on the sill, chin resting in one hand, long pipe cupped in the other. 
He felt about in the bed for his sword, but it was not nearby. He looked anxiously about, half wondering if he should call for help.
Kerstin blew a puff of smoke out into the darkness. “Easy now, milord. You mustn’t strain yourself. Not after I’ve gone to so much effort.”
“What do you mean?” He sat up. His shirt was off and his arm was redressed with a proper splint, wrapped up tight in a linen sling. It seemed he’d been bathed too—and for that he was thankful. Best of all, he did not seem to be in any pain.
“I made you a poultice,” she said, gazing out into the night. “From poppy seed. They grow them here in the mountains, poppies. T’wasn’t hard to get my hands on some dried seed pods from the locals. A valuable resource for its medicinal properties.”
Indeed. But why had she been the one to do it? “Would you mind telling me where we are? And where be Hinkle and the princess?”
She slid her blue eyes toward him. “The village of Bakarahd, in the mountains, a few days from the Caragan border. Hinkle and Her Highness are downstairs with the Ahdroc.”
He covered his face with his hand. The Ahdroc. If he so much as even caught a whiff, of any of it! There was so much that could go wrong! If they learned Princess Lemfina’s identity—was it too far-fetched to imagine the village might hold her hostage for ransom? And if they discovered he was an Akossian knight? Or that Hinkle had the Most Sacred Object in her possession right under their noses? 
“I see what you’re doing,” he snarled.
Her eyes narrowed. “I beg your pardon milord?”
“Don’t you play ignorant with me!” he hissed. “You’ve taken advantage of an opportune moment and turned the tables! Know that if anything happens to Hinkle or the princess because of this I will hunt you down and make you wish I’d had your head off back in Stel’ Calghād! Damn your selfishness!”
Kerstin looked him up and down. Her black lips had curled into a frown. Now they spread into a wide grin that showed him her crooked, yellow teeth. “Are you quite finished?” She set her pipe down on the windowsill. “I am aware that our present circumstances would stand in my favour. But t’is only incidental. I assure you my only aim was to help and get you the assistance you required. Which I have. If I had any intention of selling you out to this … community, I’d have done so already and made my escape. I understand t’is difficult, but you have to trust me, milord.”
He eyed her suspiciously as he swung his legs over the edge of the bed, the porous stone of the floor cool and smooth against his bare feet. “Who would be stupid enough? Now where is my—”
Kerstin nodded to a chest at the foot of the bed. His blue tunic, freshly washed, was folded on top, and his boots, scrubbed clean of the mud of his travels sat in front of it.
“And my sword belt?”
“Confiscated by Her Highness. She didn’t care for the idea of me getting a hold of it.”
“Yes, well—” He began the awkward process of struggling into his tunic with one hand. “She did leave you alone with me.”
Kerstin smiled thinly. “Not so much. There be a man outside with a drawn sword.”
Sir Gilkrist looked to the door. “A sentry?”
“Indeed. It seems Her Highness is quick with a story. I wouldn’t have thought she’d have stayed so sharp after three years alone in a dungeon. I didn’t get much of a word in, once they saw my bonds in the village. To be honest, I doubt anyone would believe me at all if I told them who we really are.”
“I see.” He shrugged into his shirt. “I’m going downstairs. Do you promise not to escape out the window?”
“From the third story? In the dark? In the pouring rain? I think I’ll take my chances with the hangman.”
He smiled, then knocked on the door for the guard and looked over his shoulder. “By the way, I wanted to say thank you. I know you didn’t have any reason to help me …”
Kerstin looked back out the window. “Who says I didn’t?”

      [image: image-placeholder]Sweet smoked swirled around the dim hall. Long-bearded men in hats of fur or straw sat on mats on the floor, some of them smoking long pipes and hookahs. A firepit crackled in the middle of the hall, casting an orange glow on their faces. Hinkle knelt on a silk carpet next to Princess Lemfina, who was speaking in Koddish loudly enough for everyone to hear. On the other side of the firepit, the village Ahdroc, a grey-bearded man with sharp blue eyes and many rings on his fingers listened silently to her account.
She thought she’d heard a bit of a Caragan flare in her Koddish when she’d addressed the man in the cart after Kerstin waved him down. She assumed it had to do with how she learned it. But when they’d arrived and Her Highness told the villagers she was a Caragan baroness married to a much older Koddish lord, Hinkle realized she’d been putting the accent on. It was impressive really, speaking Koddish with a Caragan accent when neither was her native tongue. It showed her intimate familiarity with both languages. It also showed she was quick with a lie.
Hinkle was quick with a lie too. But the problem with lying was you needed to keep on lying. And the more lies you spun, the more likely you were to get stuck in your own web. And right now, Princess Lemfina was making her very anxious.
“You see, my husband turned out very much to be a disappointment to my vamily,” said Her Highness. “One ov zose lords who put on a good show, but zen once you’ve married zem you vind zey are steeped in debt and bad investments and have no money at all. Hence his reluctance to travel. Well, zat plus his age. But what wit’ my little brot'er getting married I simply could not be kept away. So I told him I must go to Ziraí for ze wedding. And do you know he didn’t attempt to vight me on it? I zought he would, but he didn’t. I zink he only wants me to be happy. But you know iv zat’s what he wanted he’d have more money. And more servants. Ze man has no stav in his house at all! Did you know zat when I still lived in my vat’er’s house in Ziraí I never went anywhere wit’ less zan halv a dozen lady’s maids and a procession of men-at-arms? And here I am now, Lady of Telan, hiking t’rough ze wilderness wit’ my only maid and a hired man.”
Hinkle wondered if Telan was indeed a real place ruled by an old impoverished lord.
The Ahdroc shifted his gaze between Hinkle and the princess, tapping his finger on his knee. “You are an important baroness travelling with a … light escort, yet you also have with you a prisoner. Who is she?”
“Oh her. Yes, I’m glad you asked, vor it gives me much satisvaction to say it. She was one ov my maids who came wit’ me vrom my vat’er’s house. I recently caught her attempting to … convince my husband to let her stay on. He’d insisted I let her go you see. He couldn’t av’ord to keep bot’ and Hinkle here has always been my vavourite. So as punishment vor her wiles, I’m taking her back to Ziraí to sell at ze pleasure district. Iv she wants to carry on like one ov zose women, she can go be one of zose women.”
“The punishment fits the crime,” said the Ahdroc.
Princess Lemfina smiled smugly. “Indeed.”
The man grinned for a moment, but it soon faded. “So what happened to your man?”
Hinkle glanced warily at the princess out of the corner of her eye, wondering what outlandish explanation she might concoct, given the rest of her story.
“Zere was a landslide on ze trail.” She was sailing close to the wind. “We only narrowly avoided it. Iv it wasn’t vor Sir Gilkrist’s quick zinking and bravery we’d have all been buried alive.”
“Sir Gilkrist? He is a knight, selling his sword for hire? And his name, it is not Koddish?”
“Heavens no, he is Akossian.”
The Ahdroc pointed to the ceiling. “The man up there is an Akossian knight?”
Hinkle held her breath. Close to the wind indeed. The hall had become suddenly tense. Firelight flickered in the wild stares of many sets of eyes. She would’ve liked to be quickly on their way. She knew now why even in his delirium Sir Gilkrist had been muttering for them to hide.
Yet the instant change in the atmosphere did not seem to make the princess any more uneasy. “I zink you might say he was. But my husband spoke at lengt’ wit’ him about zis as he was initially quite concerned wit’ placing his young wive in ze sole care ov a vormer enemy.”
“Naturally.”
“But as Lord Telan understands it, he abandoned his vows avter witnessing ze atrocities ov Morua and has been wandering Kodzir ever since, selling his sword. He came to ze castle gates looking vor work, ze proudest beggar you’ve ever seen!”
He cocked his brow. “And His Lordship doesn’t mind you travelling so far with a …handsome cavalier?”
Lemfina blinked and drew her shawl tighter about her shoulders. “Wit’ all respect, in my country it is most improper vor a village man to be so vort’coming wit’ such observations where a noble lady is concerned.”
“Oh—I am sorry, madam, forgive me. Forgive me.”
“I do. And he is handsome yes, on ze rare occasion zat he smiles. Not zat he has much to smile about. I zought my husband was poor. Heavens. I’m sure tonight is ze virst time he’s slept indoors since—since bevore ze war. And he’s not ze least bit charming. Ov course, zat has not stopped my maid vrom taking a vancy to him.”
“Wait—what?” Hinkle felt her cheeks get hot. “Your Highness—” she froze in horror, realizing what she had just said. Fortunately, the Ahdroc and those around him were busy looking toward the back of the hall and hadn’t noticed. Hinkle followed their gaze and saw Sir Gilkrist weaving through the crowd toward them. Lemfina gave her a severe look.
She winced. “Sorry, madam.”
“Never mind,” she whispered, “just try not to forget. And as I said,” she continued, resuming her Caragan accent, “he did save our lives, and most bravely so. Zough we did lose our pack mules and nearly all our supplies and luggage. As I have mentioned, my husband is not a wealt’y man. But my vat’er is ov great means and well respected in Ziraí. He would be most gratevul vor any assistance you could provide us. Most gratevul.”
The Ahdroc leaned back and began to confer quietly with those nearest to him.
Hinkle felt her muscles tense as Sir Gilkrist slumped down next to her. “What have I missed?”
She turned to whisper in his ear, her heart beating uneasily, and filled him in on what the princess had said. His expression turned very stern at the mention of Morua and his guise as a sellsword. He eyed those around him, rather more standoffishly than made her comfortable. She saw he’d gotten his swordbelt back from Her Highness’s room.
“Sir Gilkrist,” said the Ahdroc, smiling. “I see you are feeling better.”
“Yes. Thank you.”
The Ahdroc looked back to the princess. “Madam, it would be most pleasing to us to supply you with all the provisions you need for your journey. Food. Clothing. Gifts for the wedding.”
Smiling, Lemfina leaned forward in a bow and made a rolling gesture with her hand. “Many zanks, you are too kind.”
“And of course, a dozen of our best horsemen will escort you safely to Ziraí.”
At this Lemfina seemed taken aback. “Oh please—No, I couldn’t ask—”
“No, I insist. Such terrible rumours about your country have reached us even here.”
She squinted across the fire. “Rumours?”
Hinkle looked at her in disbelief. Of course, she had been in Lastell’s dungeon and had not heard of the dark happenings in Caragol or the influx of refugees. 
Fortunately, the Ahdroc seemed to dismiss this as the naivety of a spoiled baroness. “Ah, well never mind then, I wouldn’t wish to upset you. However, it would be our greatest pleasure to be your protection. My son will go with you. He will be most honoured.”
She laughed nervously. “Oh, no. I must revuse. That is—Ahem—Zat is too much …”
The Ahdroc shook his head, adamant. “Nonsense. What kind of men would we be if we did not ensure the protection of the noble lady in distress? You will have a dozen horsemen with you, to see you to the border.”
The princess glanced at Sir Gilkrist with concern. “Yes, but I’m not in distress anymore. And my husband—”
The Ahdroc spread out his hands. “Your husband will be most pleased.” The old men around him all began nodding as though they knew with certainty that he would.
Hinkle did not like the idea of a dozen Koddish horsemen travelling with them for several days. It was one thing to maintain her lies for the brief period she was in the village. But out on the road? They would hardly be able to speak to one another for fear of giving themselves away. And that was without taking Kerstin into account. If this escort was not refused, their chances of being discovered were far, far greater. And the honour of the village would be offended …
Hinkle jumped as Sir Gilkrist slammed his fist down on the floor. “No!” he hissed through gritted teeth, “Her Ladyship cannot accept your escort!” He spoke good Koddish, but his accent was heavy. The Ahdroc peered at him from the corner of his eye. “I alone have been hired to bring her safely to Caragol. Madam, your husband has paid me to act as your escort. If you accept protection from these men, my presence will become superfluous and my shame will be unbearable.”
Lemfina nodded. “I understand. As you can see—”
But the Ahdroc raised his chin. “Her Ladyship says you acted bravely and saved her and her maids from the landslide. You have already earned your keep. But now you are injured. Your arm is broken.”
“My left arm.”
“Indeed,” said the Ahdroc. “your shield arm.”
“I thank you for the hospitality you have shown us, but my protection will be sufficient.” Sir Gilkrist hung his head. “Please, allow a disgraced knight to earn his living.”
Hinkle stared at him. There seemed to be something more to what he was saying than what he was merely putting on for the ruse. Like he truly was ashamed of himself. He should be, the way he treated her.
The Ahdroc shifted his jaw one way and then the other. His blue eyes slid toward the princess. “If this is truly what Your Ladyship wishes …”
“Indeed, I am avraid it must be so. You see, zis is ze man my husband provided. He is just one man, but … iv my husband was to hear you sent along a dozen men to guard me, he would zink you presumed to know better zan he what is best vor me. I am avraid zis would most deeply ov’end him. You see it his shame to able to av’ord only a single man to be my escort. Iv you were to send zese men wit’ me, it would only serve to humiliate him.”
“Very well. We shall pray for you.”
“But—iv I could stay until it stops raining, I would be most honoured.”
“But of course madam. And now, I am sure you are exhausted.”
“Oh—Yes. Zank you. Zere has been too much excitement vor one day.”
“Then we shall bid you good night.” The Ahdroc clapped his hands twice and the villagers began to stand up and clear out of the hall. Women in colourful headscarves came in carrying steaming silver trays. Pungent aromas tingled in Hinkle’s nostrils. Whatever exotic seasoning had been used reminded her of the meals brought to her by Prince Lastell. Her gruesome discovery in the moonlit kitchen flashed before her eyes as the maids set the supper trays before them and she felt a wave of nausea. Perhaps she’d just have a little bread.
“Please,” said the Ahdroc, rising to his feet. “If there is anything you need, please ask.” Then he bowed low and exited the hall with the women.
Princess Lemfina sighed with relief. “I’m so glad that’s over.”
Hinkle was glad too. “Good work, Your Highness.” She didn’t dare mention they were likely in a more precarious situation now if they were discovered than if she’d told them who she really was. “Sorry I nearly gave it all away.”
“He didn’t notice. No harm done.” She reached for a dried fig. “But you, Sir Gilkrist, you were our salvation.”
“It was nothing, Your Highness.” Sir Gilkrist was staring absently into the fire. Hinkle had seen that look before. She thought again about what he’d said about being a disgraced knight. Perhaps being here brought up bad memories. Memories of the war. Still, it seemed something was weighing on him he wasn’t saying.






  
  FOUR


Lord Magnis Igornell XIV, General of the Igornell Army,
To Dame Tanith Pöella, Lady Marshal of Akoss:

Excellent news! We have completed our march without incident or casualty and have arrived at Castle Woz! Even now I can see it through the open flap of my tent, its ramparts visible in silhouette on the horizon.

We made our approach from the southeast and took the column off the road when the scouts reported the castle was within imminent reach to advance along the high ground. We now occupy the hills and have a good view of the surrounding terrain.

There is a vast forest to our right, into which we have sent parties of the ablest men to hunt and forage in hopes of supplementing their rations. There has been a shortage of volunteers, however, as the men do not seem keen to enter this wood. Rumours abound. None of it, of course, is based on anything substantial. Although, and perhaps this is due to my overhearing of the men’s superstitions, it does seem to give one a rather dismal feeling, gazing off into the gloomy treeline …

Anyhow, the terrain dips ahead and there is a long stretch of low ground between us and the castle, —I am told this is where Olgris charged Queen Volarena and struck her with the death wound. Then to our left is all open field and farm pasture with the ground beginning to slope down toward the Wozi River, which winds south out of the foothills of the Kuvetli Mountains and runs through the village of Vasaka. The road from Kushuk runs along the bank of the river into the village, branching off to head up to the castle.

I should make special note that the village of Vasaka has been abandoned, apparently for some time. Hardly surprising given the history of this place. But Sir Kranmer finds it worrying that the scouts reported the village to be empty, and not overrun with bandits and squatters. We’ve sent a company to secure it for our use.

About a mile up from Vasaka, Castle Woz sits on the plateau of a hilly rise overlooking the surrounding lands. The rise is long and narrow, and there is quite an excess of level ground, especially to the east of the castle. The slope is too steep and rocky for calvary or wagons to ascend, but an infantry battalion could scale it without coming in range of enemy arrows and form ranks on the plateau, allowing a potential assault with siege ladders. However, to deter such an attack, an enormous trench has been dug across the entire width of the plateau and filled with sharpened stakes.

Now I shall describe the castle. The keep has three round towers of varying heights, the tallest of which is capped with a pointed spire. The other two are open with crenellated parapets. A double curtain wall surrounds the keep, with an estimated seventy-five-foot gap between the inner and outer walls. The castle is square in design but slants inward at the southwest corner an angle of some forty-five degrees where the main gate faces the village. Excluding the gate, there is a fortified tower on each corner of the wall (which must be multiplied by two to account for both inner and outer wall), which, with the three towers in the keep, amounts to nine towers in all.

I watch the battlements and the windows of the towers often through my spyglass but have sighted no one. Neither have we encountered wagons on the road which might carry supplies into the castle. However, smoke from the chimneys indicates that there are people in the keep. Though whether or not they are hostile to our purpose remains to be seen.

I am sending a delegation to inquire at the gate. This evening I shall take my dinner in the keep, else the sun shall set upon the shadows of our erected siegeworks.
It was, ironically, a beautiful day in the valley of Klomm. The afternoon sun shone brightly in juxtaposition with the dark stains besotting the green grass of the castle ward and the sandy flags of its corridors. Golden rays streamed in into the bedchamber which had once belonged to the late Duchess of Klommentas, and fell in a dappled rainbow on the bedchamber floor.  
She had gotten started late in life, the duchess. Dame Tanith recalled her to be somewhat of an old biddy in the instances she’d encountered her while visiting the Verdál valley. The Mother of Lord Kendrick and his late brother—her former suitor, Lord Hammond, had lived to the age of ninety-three, passing away shortly after her eldest son’s sixtieth birthday. Dame Tanith had been invited to the funeral but had been in Kodzir, on campaign in the Samár Islands.
Dame Tanith squinted through her monocle at the map spread across her lap. She was sitting up in the immense bed, her stomach stiff and burning from the wound Olgris had delt her. Her left hand rested on a pile of letters, correspondence from Lord Magnis in Caragol. She stuck out her lower lip and looked again over the dictated letter Squire Jenisse held open for her. She nodded. “See it gets my seal and is sent out with the next messenger.”
“Yes Madam.”
Dame Tanith slyly arched her brow as the squire folded up the letter and hurried out of the bedchamber. She had in secret already sent another letter to her true master containing the details of the letter her squire would send out now.
There was a knock on the door.
“Enter.”
It was Lord Kendrick Klommentas. His corpulent frame seemed to shrink the size of the bedchamber. He was skulking like he was about to face the music and was hesitant to do it. Like he’d not trusted her and had been reluctant to work with her, and regretted his former feelings.
“You’re looking better,” he said, looking down at the floor.
“Still a little stiff,” she said. “I’m eager to be up and around, but the doctor says I should spend a few more days in bed.”
“I suppose you can’t be convinced to take it easy?”
She arched her brow and unscrewed the monocle from her eye. “On the contrary, Your Grace, there is much to be done. Not least of all since our prized prisoner has escaped. I assure you, I accept full responsibility for this blunder.”
“Nonsense,” he said. “It can’t be helped. Even you can’t be alert all the time. Are you able to tell me … what happened?”
“I have little explanation for it. I was caught off guard. It happened so fast I can barely recollect—one moment I was questioning him, the next I was lying in a puddle of my own …” she let her voice trail off for dramatic effect.
She winced and set her hands before her on her lap. “Your Grace. It is not easy for me to say, but I confess I am still somewhat rattled from the affair.”
“No doubt. No doubt,” he said, looking awkwardly away. 
“Someone must have slipped him a lockpick or some tool by which he freed himself. I admit I … underestimated him. I had not foreseen him to be such a slippery adversary …”
“You’re not the only one,” said Lord Kendrick. “But did he tell you anything, before … Anything of use?”
She shook her head. “We had barely gotten underway.”
“What then of the spellbook? Olgris escaped with it, but at least we found it; we can confirm the Grand Mage’s involvement.” 
She sighed and hung her head. “That, I had looked at rather thoroughly. There was little to indicate it belonged to anyone but Kerstin. She kept many notes in it, which I can confirm are her hand by comparison to documents seized from the parsonage. I am afraid, Your Grace, she is deeply involved in the devil’s magic. That much was made dreadfully clear.”
His shoulders sagged. “I suppose, what you’re saying, is this was all her doing.”
“I’m sorry, Your Grace, this must be difficult to hear. Especially about someone you trusted.”
He stared down at the floor. “That’s just it. I didn’t trust her. No one did—except Fingol maybe. But you could make the case that he was blind to it. The rest of us should have seen it coming.” He clenched his fists. “The bishop warned Hammond this would happen. He bloody warned him.”
She put her hand delicately on his arm. “We’ll find her, Your Grace. There will be justice.”
“Indeed. Indeed there will be.”
“However …” She studied him, willing the corner of her mouth to stop twitching into a smirk as she put her deceptive ploy into motion. “Even knowing this, without the spellbook, we have no evidence to convict her when we do apprehend her. Presenting my findings will be insufficient proof on its own. But with the testimony of two witnesses, perhaps …”
A look of discomfort grew upon the duke’s face. “I’m not sure I like where this is going.”
“Your Grace, might I remind you that Dame Selinéra did say that the siege of Klomm was all the witch’s doing?”
“Yes, but she said it was to do with the Grand Mage.”
“Perhaps it was a device to throw us all. Perhaps she was giving us a taste of the truth to gain our trust, before leading us down a path of lies. After all, we did grant her amnesty and allow her to defect and become a knight of Akoss.” 
Lord Kendrick shrugged.
“Your Grace, let me question them. Kerstin is the traitor, I can assure you. It is only a matter of providing sufficient evidence to condemn her. I cannot do it without your permission.”
“I just cannot get my mind around it,” he said. “It makes no sense to me how she could act that way, yet at the same time, singlehandedly thwarting her design. Why would she?”
“That is what I should like to find out,” she said. “I understand this is difficult to accept. You and your brother were so heavily deceived. But, I should ask, have you spoken with the bishop?”
He looked up at her, confused. “What? Bishop Alan? No.”
She drew in her breath through her teeth. “This may be difficult for you to hear. You may want to sit down.”
The duke grimaced. “I’ll take it standing up. Why, what have you found?”
“When we searched the witch’s residence we discovered the body of her warden. He was turned to stone in the belltower. Salt to be more specific.”
“But how can that be? He had been reporting to—”
She knew she had him. The realization crept over his face, twisting his pudgy features into a mask of horror. “Your Grace,” she said, almost affectionately, “when I was looking through the spellbook, I found something. A spell for the charmed to assume the appearance of another. Your Grace, for the last three years, Kerstin has been reporting on her own activities. We cannot know just what she has been up to in that time.”
The duke blew out his cheeks and sat down in shock on the edge of the bed. “We must—We must uncover what we can.”
“Indeed.” Then she added more softly, reaching out to touch his arm. “You know, I often think how if things might have been different … you would have been my brother-in-law. Help me avenge poor Hammond’s death. Let me question the Caragans. For Hammond’s sake.”
Lord Kendrick scowled, gnawing on his bottom lip. “Alright,” he muttered. “Alright. We’ll do it for Hammond.”
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The rain had quit and the clouds over the mountain parted, giving way to bright sun and a clear blue sky. They’d set out from the village in the chill of the early morning when the crude stone houses and cobbled streets still appeared blue in the dim half-light, and when there were still but only a few villagers awake to stare at them from dark doorframes as they departed from the hospitality of their Ahdroc. It’d been cold then. Cold enough to see your breath. But the risen sun had warmed the mountain trail, and though he’d begun the day’s journey with chattering teeth and freezing fingers, Sir Gilkrist found the afternoon rather hot and he loosened the laces on his tunic. 
He wished too he could remove the sling on his arm and stretch it out in the warm breeze. At least it did not hurt much now, thanks to the medication Kerstin had procured from the village.
He eyed her suspiciously as she rode ahead of him and the princess. Now that she had proven she was worthy of some semblance of trust, she had been allowed to ride her black palfrey again, though her hands were still bound. Just as well, for it was no relief to have her on the saddle behind him, poking and shaking him and whining the whole bloody way.
Hinkle rode in front. The princess had taken it upon herself to give her lessons while they were waiting out the rain. He’d seen her practicing in the corral; wet, yellow hair plastered to her face and neck, soaked dress clinging to her slender form, cheeks flush, the sound of her snatching breath over the thumping hooves and spattering rain … She still had far to go, but she’d taken to it quickly enough. And in addition to the other gifts and supplies, the Ahdroc had seen that Lady Telan’s maid-servant departed on the village’s most obedient and mild-tempered pony.
They were trotting along a red dirt trail that ran the length of a ridge. The ground sloped down on either side at steep inclines, carpeted by short evergreens no taller than a man. Blue and purple mountains, shrouded in white, stretched out in the distance behind them, growing larger and more jagged further back. Ahead, cool shadows shifted over golden-green hills and dark patches of forest.
The princess looked over her shoulder and sat back in the saddle, slowing her hackney to a halt and patting the beast on the neck. He trotted up alongside her. “Your Highness.”
She clicked her tongue and gave a gentle kick with her heels and their horses sauntered along side by side. “How fares your arm?”
“The medicine helps a great deal.”
The princess eyed Kerstin coolly. “It was fortunate you spared her then.” 
“Perhaps. Though Hinkle knows such things as well.” Not that he was altogether certain she would go out of her way to help him. 
“Does she indeed?”
“Aye, she has training as … an apothecary.” Was he really lying for her? The same lie with which she had deceived him? Over which he had been so unreasonably angry? Admittedly it felt … good. It was the least she deserved.  
The princess, however, was looking up at him with a raised brow that seemed to say he was deceiving no one. “I’ve noticed,” she said, “there is a tension between you and Hinkle.”
“I—I suppose there would be.” His heart was suddenly pounding. How would he proceed? With the truth? Not all of it, surely. 
“I’m afraid I was at times a rather harsh master.”
“She was your servant then?”
“She was my servant-girl, yes. Though now—I would not presume to call the keeper of the Silver Spear my servant.” Nay, he did not deserve to kiss the ground her shadow darkened. “All I will say is that the manner in which she entered my service was … misleading. In return, I was not always kind.” He did not mention he had dismissed her briefly and then reinstated her when it suited him to take advantage of her abilities. Or that he had threatened and assaulted her when she had refused. No, now he was justifying his abuse. Skewing it so he appeared in the right.
“Well,” said the princess, “however you feel you’ve wronged her, I’m sure you had your reasons.” 
Oh, he had. But they did not warrant his actions
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